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Georges Seurat. Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, 1884-6 



After his graduation from the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, Georges Seurat (1851-91) devoted his 

energies to “correcting” Impressionism, which he found too intellectually shallow and too 

improvisational.  In the mid-1880s he gathered around him a circle of young artists who 

became known as the Neo-Impressionists.  The work that became the centerpiece of the new 

movement and made his reputation was A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande 

Jatte.  Art historians today use the term “Post-Impressionism” to refer to his work.  



Seurat took a typical Impressionist subject, weekend 

leisure activities, and gave it an entirely new 

handling.  An avid reader of scientific color theory, 

he applied his paint in small dots of pure color, 

known as pointillism, in the belief that when they 

are “mixed” in the eye-as opposed to being mixed on 

the palette- the resulting colors would be more 

luminous.  

 

Seurat himself called this technique divisionism. 

Seurat’s divisionism was based on two relatively new 

theories of color.  The first was that placing two 

colors side by side intensified the hues of each… The 

other theory, which is only partly confirmed by 

experience, asserted that the eye causes contiguous 

dots to merge into their combined color.  Blue dots 

next to yellow dots, according to this theory, would 

merge and be perceived as vivid green.  If the 

painting is viewed from a distance or through half-

closed eyes, this may be true.  It is certainly not true 

if the viewer examines the picture closely. True or 

not, such theories are characteristic of the search by 

nineteenth-century artists for new approaches to 

light and color, based on scientific analysis. 



Seurat adapted the laws of color discovered by Eugene Chevreul. Chevreul asserted 

that juxtaposed colors affect the eye’s reception of each, making the two colors as 

dissimilar as possible, both in hue and value. Seurat was probably also familiar with 

the work of aesthetician Charles Blanc, who coined the term “optical mixture” to 

describe the visual effect of juxtaposed complementary colors.  Blanc asserted that the 

smaller the areas of adjoining complementary colors, the greater the tendency for the 

eye to “mix” the colors, so that the viewer perceives a grayish or neutral tint.  

 

Seurat had grasped that there is something atomized, divided, and analytical about 

modernist awareness, and his work predicted the way in which art would come more 

and more to refer to itself.  To build a unified meaning, in this state of extreme self-

consciousness, meant that the subject had to be broken down into molecules and then 

reassembled under the eye of formal order. 



Many figures are shown in profile, reflecting the influence of ancient Egyptian art, 

which Seurat was studying at this period.  He made many sketches from ancient 

Egyptian reliefs on his visits to the Louvre in Paris. 



Like Manet, Seurat shows a mixture of classes and types enjoying themselves 

together, innocently or otherwise.  Here, a rough-looking oarsman sits near to a 

middle-class lady (her dainty fan striking a particularly incongruous note behind the 

lounging bulk of the boatsman). A dandy in a top hat sits close by.  

 

Capuchin monkeys were fashionable pets in Seurat’s day.  It has been suggested that 

the monkey represents licentiousness.  The monkey on a leash indicates that the 

woman, a prostitute, successfully feigns respectability. The women fishing on the 

banks on the Seine have also been identified as prostitutes, using the sport as a front 

for their real objective.  



Although he participated in the last 

Impressionist show, it is an indication of 

the Post-Impressionist revolution that 

thereafter he exhibited with an entirely 

new group, the Society of Independents.  

 

Seurat devoted his main efforts to a few 

very large paintings.  He would spend a 

year or more on each of them, making 

endless series of preliminary studies 

before he felt sure enough to tackle the 

final version.   

 

A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La 

Grande Jatte, his greatest masterpiece, 

had its origin in this painstaking 

method.  



Puvis de Chavannes. The Sacred Grove,  1884 

 

The subject is the kind that had long been popular among Impressionist painters.  

Impressionist, too, are the brilliant colors and the effect of intense sunlight.  Otherwise, 

however, the picture is the very opposite of a quick “impression”. The firm, simple 

contours and the relaxed, immobile figures give the scene a stability that recalls Piero 

della Francesca and shows a clear awareness of Puvis de Chavannes.  



Georges Seurat. The Models, 1888, oil on canvas 



Georges Seurat. Bathers at Asnières, 1884-6, oil on canvas 



This was the first of Seurat's large-scale compositions. He drew conté crayon studies 

for individual figures using live models, and made small oil sketches on site which he 

used to help design the composition and record effects of light and atmosphere. Some 

14 oil sketches and 10 drawings survive. The final composition, painted in the studio, 

combines information from both.  

 

While the painting was not executed using Seurat's pointillist technique, which he had 

not yet invented, the artist later reworked areas of this picture using dots of 

contrasting colour to create a vibrant, luminous effect. For example, dots of orange and 

blue were added to the boy's hat.  



Asnières is an industrial suburb 

west of Paris on the River Seine. 

The large work shows a group of 

young workmen taking their 

leisure by the river. 

 

The simplicity of the forms, as 

exemplified by his preparatory 

drawings, and the use of regular 

shapes clearly defined by light 

recalls paintings by the 

Renaissance artist Piero della 

Francesca. In his use of figures 

seen in profile, Seurat may also 

have been influenced by ancient 

Egyptian art. 



Paul Signac. Portrait of Félix Fénéon, 1890, ojl on canvas 

 

Bathers at Asnières was rejected by the Paris Salon, and instead he showed it at the 

Groupe des Artistes Indépendants in May 1884. Soon, however, disillusioned by the 

poor organization of the Indépendants, Seurat and some other artists he had met 

through the group – including Charles Angrand, Henri-Edmond Cross, Albert Dubois-

Pillet and Paul Signac – set up a new organisation, the Société des Artistes 

Indépendants. Seurat's new ideas on pointillism were to have an especially strong 

influence on Signac, who subsequently painted in the same idiom. 



Georges Seurat. Jeune femme se 

poudrant (Young Woman 

Powdering Herself), 1889-90, oil 

on canvas 

 

The subject of this painting is 

Madeleine Knobloch, Seurat's 

lover, a working-class woman 

whom he kept a secret almost 

throughout their relationship, 

not just from his bourgeois 

family but also from his 

bohemian friends. They had a 

child named Pierre Georges who 

died at the age of one, not long 

after his father. Knobloch was 

given some of Seurat's paintings 

as an inheritance but she cut off 

all communication with his 

family after his death. 



The painter's unhinged 

involvement is revealed by the 

story that the bamboo frame on 

the wall originally contained a 

portrait of Seurat himself, until 

a friend warned him it looked 

bizarre. When the painting was 

shown in 1890, Knobloch's 

identity was concealed. Yet this 

is a radical announcement of 

individuality: she may be acting 

according to fashion but there's 

nothing bland about her hair 

piled up like a brioche, her 

downcast eyes, her strong face. 

Her curvaceous presence is a 

source of visual ecstasy. Seurat 

delights in her toilette even as 

he registers the comically 

disjunctive shapes of real life. 

Roundness abounds in a 

rhythmic dance: hairdo, breasts, 

arms, the folds of her dress. 



Georges Seurat. Le Chahut, 

1889-90, oil on canvas 

 

Charles Henry, a French 

biologist and philosopher 

wrote a book Introduction to a 

Scientific Aesthetics that 

theorized psychological and 

physiological implications of 

color and line.  According 

Henry's theory, lines moving 

in an upward direction were 

suggestive of happiness, while 

lines moving downwards 

suggested sadness and warm 

color moving from blue-green 

to red (including green, yellow 

and orange) were pleasing and 

uplifting while cool colors 

moving from red to blue-green 

(including blue, purple) 

resulted in feelings of sadness.  



The canvas is made up 

of  predominantly warm colors, 

orangy reds and some 

yellow(that changed in the 

years after it was painted.)  All 

the lines in the painting are 

moving upwards causing 

an uplifting mood. Except for 

the one linear line  in the left 

side of the canvas everything 

is at diagonals. The girls' and 

men's legs, their facial 

features, men's mustaches 

even the ribbons on their shoes 

and shoulders seems to be 

have taken flight upwards. 

The Base player in the front of 

the picture plane  with his 

back turned, connects the 

painting with its frame, he 

forms a huge triangle that 

grounds the composition.  



The other prominent figure in the 

painting is the man with a pug-

nose who is sitting on the right side 

of the painting. His features recall 

a satyr's, making the viewer aware 

of the an underlying seedy, 

sexualized behavior taking place. 

As a matter of fact, it does look like 

he is looking up the skirts of the 

dancer in front of him. Satyr's were 

supposed to have an insatiable 

appetite for sex. 

 

This is the scene of a tacky 

entertainment that was in one of 

the establishments that was being 

frequented by the newly emerging 

lower and middle classes.  It is a 

chorus line of men and women 

doing the high kick, as opposed to 

the opera or the ballet.  It also is a 

good example of the influence of 

popular culture on Seurat's work 

recalling Jules Cheret's posters 

that were all over Paris at the 

time.  



Georges Seurat. Le Cirque, 

1891, oil on canvas 

 

Coming after Parade and 

Cancan, Circus was the third 

panel in a series by Seurat on 

the popular attractions of the 

modern city and its late-night 

entertainment. The circus 

theme was often covered in 

the 1880s, especially by 

Renoir, Degas and Toulouse-

Lautrec. But Circus is seen as 

one of the most impressive 

applications of Divisionist 

theory. 



When the painting was 

exhibited at the Salon des 

Indépendants in 1891, one critic 

observed that "everything in 

Circus achieves harmony 

through analogy, through the 

conciliation of opposites, 

conspiring towards a sense of 

gaiety: ascending lines, 

successive tone contrasts, 

pronounced dominance of 

orange, highlighted by a frame 

which creates an opposition of 

tone and color with the 

whole...". 

 

With this unfinished painting – 

the painter died of diphtheria a 

few days after the Salon opened 

- Seurat was seeking to create a 

symbiosis between artistic 

creation and scientific analysis, 

a subject of great popular 

interest in the 19th century. 



In 1874, a critic dismissed Paul Cézanne 

(1839-1906) as “no more than a kind of 

madman, with the fit on him, painting the 

fantasies of delirium tremens.”  

 

Although he began by exhibiting with the 

Impressionists (after being rejected by the 

Ecole des Beaux-Arts and the Salon) and 

was tutored in open-air painting by 

Pissarro, Cézanne was too much of a loner 

to join any group.   

 

Encouraged to come to Paris from his 

native Aix-en-Provence by the novelist 

Emile Zola, a childhood friend, Cézanne 

always felt alien in the city.   

 

Even among the Impressionists he was 

considered beyond the pale.  Manet called 

him a “farceur” (a joke); Degas though he 

was a wild man because of his provincial 

accent, comical clothes, and unorthodox 

painting style. 



Paul Cézanne. The Bather, c. 

1885, oil on canvas 

 

The Bather is one of Cézanne's 

most evocative paintings of the 

figure, although the unmuscled 

torso and arms have no heroic 

pretensions, and the drawing, in 

traditional, nineteenth-century 

terms, is awkward and imprecise.  

 

The bather's left, forward leg is 

placed firmly on the ground, but 

his right leg trails and carries no 

weight.  

 

The right side of his body is pulled 

higher than the left, the chin 

curves lopsidedly, and the right 

arm is elongated and oblique.  



The landscape is as bare as a desert, 

but its green, violet, and rose 

coloration refuses that name. Its 

dreaming expanse matches the 

bather's pensiveness.  

 

Likewise, the shadows on the body, 

rather than shifting to black, share the 

colors of the air, land, and water; and 

the brushwork throughout is a 

network of hatch-marks and dapples, 

restless yet extraordinarily refined. 

The figure moves toward us but does 

not meet our gaze. 

 

These disturbances can be 

characterized as modern: they indicate 

that while Cézanne had an acute 

respect for much of traditional art, he 

did not represent the male nude the 

way the classical and Renaissance 

artists had done. 



Paul Cézanne. Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1886-7, oil on canvas 



Top: Paul Cezanne. Mont Sainte-

Victoire Seen from Bellevue, 1882-5  

 

Stung by ridicule, Cézanne retreated to 

Aix in 1886 and devoted himself 

tirelessly to his art.  Obscure until his 

first one-man show in 1895, after which 

he was revered as a “Sage” by the 

younger generation of artists, Cézanne 

gained a reputation as an 

unapproachable hermit, almost an ogre.  

 

Instead of imitating reality as it 

appeared to the eye, Cézanne 

penetrated to its underlying geometry. 

“Reproduce nature in terms of the 

cylinder and the sphere and the cone,” 

he advised in a famous dictum.  By this 

he meant to simplify particular objects 

into near-abstract forms fundamental to 

all reality. “The painter possesses an 

eye and a brain,” Cézanne said. “The 

two must work together.” 



In Mont Sainte-Victoire, a landscape he painted more than thirty times, Cézanne 

portrayed the scene like a geodesic pyramid, defining surface appearance through 

colored planes.  To create an illusion of depth, he placed cool colors like blue, which 

seem to recede, at rear and warm colors like red, which to advance, in front.  Cézanne 

believed that beneath shifting appearances was an essential, unchanging armature.  By 

making this permanent geometry visible, Cézanne hoped to “make of Impressionism,” 

he said, “something sold and durable, like the art of museums, to carve out the 

underlying structure of things.” 



Paul Cezanne. Mont Sainte-Victoire, c. 1897 

 

Picasso, Braque, and others would later view this move from descriptive accuracy of 

evidence of Cézanne’s revolutionary conception of painting as an aesthetically pleasing 

arrangement of colored forms on a canvas support, but that was never Cézanne’s 

intention. Cézanne became the originator of what became known as abstraction, but he 

was an abstractionist in the literal sense of the term: Cézanne abstracted what he 

considered nature’s deepest truth- its essential tension between stasis and change. 



Paul Cezanne. Mont Sainte-Victoire, 1904-6 

 

As is so often the case with Cezanne’s paintings, it is impossible to say what time of day, 

or what season, this picture depicts.  The evergreen vegetation, the even, passionless light 

and the understated atmosphere make it impossible to ascribe it to a particular moment. 

Relativity is all. Doubt becomes part of the painting’s subject.  Indeed, the idea that doubt 

can be heroic, if it is locked into a structure as grand as that of the paintings of Cezanne’s 

old age, is one of the keys to our century, a touchstone of modernity itself.  Cubism would 

take it to an extreme. 



The idea of Cézanne as the father of abstract art is based on his remark that one must 

detect in Nature the sphere, the cone, and the cylinder.  What he meant by that is 

anyone’s guess, since there is not a single sphere, cone, or cylinder to be seen in Cézanne’s 

work.  What is there, especially in the work of the last decade and a half of his life- from 

1890 onwards, after he finally abandoned Paris and settled in solitude in Aix- is a vast 

curiosity about the relativeness of seeing, coupled with an equally vast doubt that he or 

anyone else could approximate it in paint.  



This process of seeing, this adding up and weighing of choices, is what Cezanne’s peculiar 

style makes concrete: the broken outlines, strokes of pencil laid side by side, are emblems 

of scrupulousness in the midst of a welter of doubt.  Each painting or watercolor is about 

the motif.  No previous painter had taken his viewers through this process so frankly. But 

Cezanne takes you backstage; there are the ropes and pulleys, the wooden back of the 

Magic Mountain, and the theatre- as distinct from the single performance- becomes more 

comprehensible.   

 

The Renaissance admired an artist’s certainty about what he saw.  But with Cézanne, as 

the critic Barbara Rose remarked in another context, the statement: “This is what I see,” 

becomes replaced by a question: “Is this what I see?”  You share his hesitations about the 

position of a tree or a branch; or the final shape of Mont Ste-Victoire, and the trees in 

front of it.   



After exhibiting with the Impressionists in their third group exhibition in 1877, Cézanne 

essentially struck off on his own.  Though he kept in occasional contact with members of 

the group (especially Renoir) he needed no further lessons from them.  Nor did he try to 

exhibit with them; for seven out of the next eight years he tried in vain to show at the 

Salon, his only success coming in 1882 when he was admitted as a “pupil” of the 

charitable juror Antoine Guillemet. Increasingly melancholic and reclusive, Cézanne was 

fast fading from public view and becoming legendary.  In 1885, Gauguin professed 

admiration for his art but called him “that misunderstood man, whose nature is 

essentially mystical he spends whole days on the tops of mountains reading Virgil and 

gazing at the sky.” 



 

 

Paul Cézanne, Turning Road at 

Montgeroult, 1898, oil on canvas 

 

There are two means by which 

Cézanne has sabotaged the 

space of this canvas 

(unfortunately the effect is 

muted in reproduction and even 

more so on the computer 

screen--so trust me on this).  

 

The first is brushwork. In an 

Old Master landscape, the 

greatest detail and the most 

delicate brushwork exist in the 

foreground. The movements of 

the brush get broader and more 

generalized as space moves 

back. Here, however, the artist 

has treated the entire canvas 

with a consistent level of 

clarity, or lack there of, leveling 

the sense of near and far.  



Secondly, Cézanne has understood the 

potential of color, as opposed to chiaroscuro 

and linear perspective to structure or 

destabilize space. Have you noticed that in 

the middle of the sky, just to the left of the 

church steeple and the tree, there is a small 

smudge of brown paint. It is the same ocher 

used to render the shadows in the road and 

on the roofs. 

 

When seen in person, the brown paint that 

hangs in the sky actually brings the sky with 

it, denying the illusion of deep space entirely. 

Also, note the bright sky blues in the 

foreground bushes. Just as the ochre spot in 

the sky forces the sky forward, so the clear 

blues that oddly appear within the viewer's 

reach, punch holes in the solidity of the 

foreground. The brown in the back pushes 

forward and the blue in the front pushes 

back. The result is a flattening of space or 

perhaps a more honest expression of the true 

flatness of the canvas. 



Paul Cézanne. Basket with Apples,  c. 1893, oil on canvas 



Art, Paul Cézanne once claimed, is "a harmony running parallel to nature," not an 

imitation of nature. In his quest for underlying structure and composition, he recognized 

that the artist is not bound to represent real objects in real space. Thus, The Basket of 

Apples contains one of his signature tilted tables, an impossible rectangle with no right 

angles. On it, a basket of apples pitches forward from a slablike base, seemingly balanced 

by the bottle and the tablecloth’s thick, sculptural folds. The heavy modeling, solid 

brushstrokes, and glowing colors give the composition a density and dynamism that a 

more realistic still life could never possess.  



This painting, one of Cézanne’s rare signed works, was part of an important exhibition 

urged on the artist by the Parisian art dealer Ambroise Vollard in 1895. Since Cézanne 

had spent the majority of his career painting in isolation in his native Provence, this was 

the first opportunity in nearly twenty years for the public to see the work of the artist who 

is now hailed as the father of modern painting. 



Paul Cézanne. Still Life with a Curtain, 1895, oil on canvas 



Seemingly simple, Cézanne's concern with representing the true experience of sight had 

enormous implications for 20th century visual culture. Cézanne realized that unlike the 

fairly simple and static Renaissance vision of space, people actually see in a fashion that 

is more complex, we see through both time and space. In other words, we move as we see. 

In contemporary terms, one might say that human vision is less like the frozen vision of a 

still camera and more like the continuous vision of a video camera. Also, Cézanne faced an 

additional problem, the static nature of the canvas. 



Paul Cézanne. The Bathers, 1898-1905, oil on canvas 



The Large Bathers is so called because it was Cézanne's largest composition in the 

series, and it was the last to be produced. When creating The Large Bathers Cézanne 

was attempting to produce a piece that would be timeless. The artist did not follow 

fashionable painting trends and felt no pressure to conform to nineteenth century 

methods. 

 

The nature and the small town in the background of the image were inspired by Aix-en-

Provence. Paul Cézanne had grown up in this small town and even after moving to 

Paris he was attached to the countryside and his childhood surroundings. 



Right: Titian. Diana and Callisto. 1556-9, oil on canvas 

 

Cézanne’s paintings of bathers have influenced the representation of the nude more 

than any other works since the High Renaissance, when Titian and Giorgione set the 

standard for how figures should be rendered in a landscape. The new paradigm that 

Cézanne created has lasted over a century, affecting not only the depiction of the human 

figure but also a number of very different styles, including Fauvism and Cubism, 

geometric and organic abstraction. 



INNOVATION and EXPERIMENTATION: 
POST-IMPRESSIONISM 

(Georges Seurat and Paul Cézanne) ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on Seurat’s Sunday Afternoon on the Island 

of La Grand Jatte, devise a question to present to and answer for the class. 

Create a five-point rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally 

assessed.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these paintings by Paul Cezanne, 

devise a question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-

point rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally 

assessed. You may wish to address either or both of the paintings.  



Both Renoir and Cezanne 

painted Mt. Ste. Victoire. 

Citing these two works as 

visual evidence, compare the 

two contrasting approaches 

(so-called by art historians as 

Impressionist and Post-

Impressionist) to painting. 



Both Renoir and Seurat 

painted scenes of people from 

various classes at leisure. 

Citing these two works as 

visual evidence, compare the 

two contrasting approaches 

(so-called by art historians as 

Impressionist and Post-

Impressionist) to painting. 


